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ABSTRACY

he h of Child Janguage and School Langugge:
Jmplications for Beginning Reading Instruction

Roger W. Shuy
Georgetown University and
Center for Applied Linguistics

April 1, 1976

This paper.describes the past assumptions about the mismntch of child
language and school language, noting the distance principle, the charaeteristica
of language 1nterference and the various treatments that have been hypothesized.

Next, past research involving language mismatch and reading is reviewed
and it is uoted that even though the best evidence against mismatch involves
phohologicai mismatch, it elegantly refutes a thesis held by hobody. Gramma-
tical ﬁismatch research is flawed where completed but often hampered by an
unwillingness of the public to accept'dielect in print.

The major thrust of the paper is to suggest that recent developments in
linguistic theory and research have opened the area of language functious for
investigation. Functional language competence is asserted to be of much more
crucialtty‘to reading, perticularly as it relates to teacher education,
curriculum, materials and cross culturai understandings.

Finally, it was urged tﬁat investigations be undertaken in the mismatch

of child language and learning styles.
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The Mismatch of Child Language and School Language:

Implications fox Bezimnin: Mexiing Zonstruction

‘Roger W. Shuy.
April, 1976

The emotional'heat_generatgd by tho discqosion of the relationéhip of
,vernacular English to spoken English_in the}reoding‘process has been spec-
tacular, if not enlightening. What was‘originally ooatulateo os a reasonable
hypoth°sis for serious analysis quickly became & political football which
. prevented the very inveotigation which it suggested. The idea was simple
enough.: Learning tneory seems to indicate Q%Ftrpeople tend to learn what
they do not know on the basis of what they do know. That is, we learn new .
things by building on the common ground of already existing knowledge.
Anthropologists have, for years, espoused this principle of common
ground‘when establishing a cross-cultural relationship. They find similarities
between culturcs and use these to build future understandings and relation-
ships.
'Good'children's literature also seems to support this principle, at
least in praotice if not in recognized theoretical stance. A good child's poem
begins from the child's point of viéw, not from the adult's, Laura Richards'
'poem about rain with the lines, "Pitter, patter falls the rain, gently plashing
on my window pane," belies the adult perspective. Dorothy Aldis' rain poem,
on the other hand, seems to be written from the common ground perspective of

the child: '"The rain is washing all the woirms pink and beautiful.
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1.0 Past Aceumptions About the Mispateh of Child Lansuase sod Schicol Lansuase
Some linguiﬁts and\educators advocated that the linguaui beginning pdint;
of the child who habitually speaks a vernaculnr vutcion of llnguage uight be
worth examiniﬂg as the potentill cause for reading tlilure. In the late cixtiec,'
several artlcles appenred baoed on their author s unwillingneoc to believe
that these caildren were not learning to reld uoll (or lt lll) as a result of

some sort of genetic handicap or in some random or nccidentnl diltribution.

1.1 Distance
The principle of language mismatch can be illustrated, quité’simply;

as follows:

Vernacular , Main-stream Common Written Written Linguage

Spoken Language Spoken Language Language Used in Beginning
, , : _ Reading Instruction
« >
| | e ¢ > |
| ! !
A B c D

Critical Mcasurement Points
1. rhonology
2. ‘Grémmar

3. Yuactions

Figure 1
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The graphic portrayal of the distance between various aapects of l:hguage
use is, of course, more achematic than scientific. it suggests, without
scientific quantitative research backing it up, that the sort of written
language used in everyday life (C) is measurably different from the spoken
language used even by the main-stream population (B), that this written
language is even more different between vernaculars (A) of a given speech
community (degrees of difference between vernaculars"might also be noted), and'
that the common written language (C) is also differemt, in the opposite
direction, from the sort of written language frequently used for the instruction
" of beginning readers (D). Those who helieve that there is some validity to
the suggestion of this figure hypothesized that all children have some inter-
fcrcnce between spoken language and the written materials which they are
required to raad but that those children whose vernacular spoken language is
different from the mainstream spoken language will @ obably have even more

Enw—————E

difficulty.

1.2 Interference

a

The interference of one language system upon another-is not a new concept
in linguistics. Foreign accents are well known examples of this. In such
cases the phonology of the mdther tongue is used for both languages, modified
only slightly if at all. Likewise, the gramnatical pattenns of one language.
system'vay irrrude upon aaother system. (This modification of one system on
the model of another is referred to as interferencel. Interference may be noted
in the‘production'of language, Whether written or spoken, but also in the

reception of language. In producing language, interference tends to result

8
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from the differences between the language'SYStems. In receivins llnﬁulse.

interference may also reault from the similarities Letween the lansuase lyatems.
An educated Arerican will need to be able to hear and understand a number of
varieties of American, British and foreign accented !ngliah (although there ia :
considerably less need to learn to apeak them all) Likewiae auch receptivity )
should be developed for a number of varieitea of literary Engliah' formll,
informal, older versions and slang (although ‘there is considerably leas needd

to learn to compose in a11 of them).

1.3 Ireatment Hvoothéses | o o .
On the, assumption that differences between the child's spoken langaaée |

and his 1iteracy materials were at least partialli reaponsible for the fact

that so many poor readers are found among apeakers of various vernacular

versions of English, several research directions have been projected At

|
least five such hypotheeces have been positcd as approachee for reducing the |
mismatch between the Vernacular Black English used by some beginning readere
and the middle class language in which their initial reading materials are
written.1

1. Teach children to speak Standard English, then'teach then to

read it. | | | | |
£. Teach teachers about Vernacular Black English so that they will not
confuse its.use with real.reading problems. |

3. Develop beginning materials in Vernacular Black English.

- 4, Develop beginning reading matorials which systematically avoid the mis-

métch of Vernacular Black Englich to Stenderd English written materials,

“See R, Shuy. "Speech Differences and Teaching Strategies: How Liffcvent 1s
Enough?” 1in R. Hodges and E. Rudorf (eds) Janguage and Learning to Read: What
Zeachers Need to Know About Lanpuage. Boston: Houghton-Miiflin, 1972,

ERIC | - 9




& S. Make use of the Language Experience Approach. . -

To date, there has been little research to support, without qualification
and question, any one of these approaches individually. Research hl.'beeﬁ;
hampered by inordinate negative public reaction to any attempts toiimplemgnt
number 3. Number‘l, the standard, historical approach, hnc>never been provedf 
to be aupportable.» Some progrésa is being made on number 2 but the foad has .
been, and will continue to be, slow and rocky. Numﬁer 4 ha; been 1mpiemented
in only the most indirect fashion to date. Number 5 has been restricted by
the average teacher's difficulty in writin; down exactly what a child says
rather than what she thinks he says or what she might wish he had said, al- -
though more recent progress has helped neutralize these ptoblemm;

Regardless of the apparent inconclusiveness of the above hypotheses, the
study of vernacular English has contributed certain benefits to the field of
reading. The call of linguists for more realistic and believ&ble language
in beginning reading materials has helped remove some of the stilted language
of past primers, bringing stage D of Figure 1 a bit closer to'Staée C. The
focus of those who'study vernacular English or syntax and the importance of
pfocessing ﬁhole language units rather than mere letter-sound correspondences
has helped modify somewhat curfent reading instruction along those lines. The
linguist's contention thaﬁ surface-structure oral reading Qoes not necessarily
reflect deep-struétur; comprehensibn is helping to play down supposed mis-
readings such as She go for She goes by speakers of Vernacular Black English,

. Some progress is being made in helping teachers learn that learning to read
and learning to speak Standard'English are not the same thing and that an

attempt to teach and evaluate both at the same time is a confusion of tasks

for the teacher and child alike.

10
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2.0 st Resear acch in
This is not to'say that research on the question of language. interference

has been lacking, Unfortun&tely, much of this research has been misd;rec;ed,

flawed or based on the assumption that a methodology is the proper focus of

., examination. Some of these problems in research grow naturally out of the

assunptions of the field of reading but are generally unsupported by linguists.

2.1 Phonological Mismatch
It has been generally assumed in the field of reading, for example, that

phonology plays a tremendously important role in early reading. It was only

‘natural, then, that someone would study the potential interference of vernscular

English on learning to read. Melmed's comparison of third gradf Black and White
children's ability to discriminate auditorily, tb understand ané!to read alcud
in content utilizing the major diagnostic phonological features of vernacalaf
Black English is a case in point.2 In a carefully worked out procedure, Melmed
concluded that while the Black subjects contrasted to the Whites in auditory
diserimination and production of these diagqostic pronunciations, they compre-

hended them equally well 1in both oral and silent reading. This research then,

rejects the hypothesis that phonological interferenmce affects learning to read.

As 8imons points out, Melmed's study is flawed in several ways;3 but particularly

- interested to the linguist is the fact that phonological interference was even

suégested. To the linguist, the English spelling system is complicated but

2. jay Paul Molmed. Black English Fhosology: The Ouestion of Deading Tators
‘farence., Monographs of the Langusage - Behavior Research laboratory. No. 1.
University of California, Berkeley, 1971.

3 Herbert D. Simons, '"'Black Dialect and leading Interference: A Review ard
Analysis of the Research Evidence," University of California, mixzeo, n.d.

"

11
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highly regular. 1In an article which appeared at least two yeafalﬁefoie~ﬁzlmed'a-
research, I analyzed the potential phonological interference between Qérhacular ‘

Black English and main-strean usage and éoncluded:

A careful description of the phonology of Black English speakers
will be of more use to teachers than to writers of classroom materials.
The arbitrariness of the symbolization process makes it rather un-
necessary to recast primers into a graphemic series which deletes the
r in car (cah), the 1 in help (hep), which substitute voiceless stops
for voiced ones in words like red (ret), and which show comsomant -
cluster reductions in words like just (jus), and gend (sem). Urban'
disadvantaged Negroes should not find it difficult to discover that
(j 8) is realized in print as just. Their grapheme rule would be

st - /s/ in final position. This is certainly no more unreasonable
than other double grapheme relations as siagle sounds, such as th

- /0/ in thin or mb - /m/ in thumb.4

-

The major thrust of the work linguists who pursued the'question of the misﬁatch.
of spoken language and'beginning reading was to focus on gfamma;ical, noﬁ
phﬁnological interference. Melmed's research, as well as that of Rystrom,s
Reﬁtel and Kennedy,6 andA0sterberg7 tend to be elaborate rejectioné of

positions never held, at least not by linguists.

4Roger W. Shuy, "A Linguistic Background for Developing Beginning Reading
Materials for Black Children" in Joan Baratz and Roger Shuy (eds) Teaching
Black Children to Read. Washington: Center for Applied Linguistics, 1968,

5Richard Rystrom, "Dialect Training and Reading: A Further Look," Readineg
_Research Ovarterly V (Summer, 1970), pp. 581-599.

6V1ctor Rentel and J. Kennedy, "Effects of Pattern Drill on the Phonclogy,
Syntax and Reading Achievement of Rural Appalachian Children.'" American
Fducatjonal Research Journal, 9 (1972), pp. 87 - 100.

7T. Osterberg, Bilingualism and the Tirst School Language. Umea, Sweden,
Vastenbo~tons Togekeri AB, 1961.

-
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2.2 Gr ca c

That_sbms of the research onbdialect interference in readingfis’flawed i?
has been pointed out by Simons8 and by Venezk.y.9 The usual educational research N
flaws of sample size and comparability are shared by the study of Schaaf
Sims,"11 neither of whom had an adequate number of subjects nor comparable
reading materials across dialects. Both studies focused on grammatical inter-
ference rather than phonological but problems arose when decisions ‘had to be
made regarding the adequacy of the language representation in the text. Soclo-
linguists have been careful to point out that dialect variation is more a
continuum than a polarity and that speakers of omne dialect may differ from
those of another ‘dialect in such minute matters as the frequency of occurrence
of a particular feature more than in its categorical presence’ or absence.
It is very clear, for erample, that copula deletion is a characteristic

of Vernacular Black English as it is spoken in New York, Washington, D.C., and

Detroit. Certain linguists violently object to this idea, noting that Southern

Whites also say 'he here"vor "you gonna do it". And, of course, they’are

quite correct. What they fail to see, however, . 1s that‘those who posit copula
deletion as a characteristic of Vernacular Black English are not comparing
.Southern Whites to Northern Blacks but are, quite'the contrary, concerned about
what is'considered Vernacular Black English in those ‘specific Northern contexts,

But even there, we find that speakers of that dialect do not delete every copula.

BSimons, op.cit., pp. 16-17,

9Richard L. Venezky, '"Non-standard Language and Reading," Working Paper No. 43,
Wisc. Research & Development Center for Cognitive Learning, Madison, Wisc,
1970, 12. S . .

[

10‘E -Schaaf. .."A Srudy of Black Englisih_ Syntax and Reading Conpxehensgion”
Unpublished Masters Thesis, University of Califormia, - Berkeley, 1971.

fllnudine Sims, "A Psycholinguigstic Description of Miscuves Created by Selcgted

. Young Readers During Qral Reading of Text in Black Dialect and Standaxd English,
Unnublished Doctoral Dissertation Wayne State University, Detrolt, 197Z.

13




Infact, the.frequency of occurrence of that deletion stratifies quite nicely

diagnostic feature qualify them? Must we eliclt a hundred tokens of potentlal

.research indicates? Johnson and Simons developed presumably equxvalent stories

Shuy
Page 9

according to socio-economic status. Likewise, not every ‘standard Enslish
speaker produces a copula every time it mlght be expected: in nls'speech, althcugh
the frequency of occurrence is probably very'hléh.’ An even clearer case is
that of multiple negation which is also said to characterlze Vernacular Black = :;;
English, even though it is quite clear thht»many whites also use the form o - 7f
regularly. What, then; can it mean to call lt Vernacular Black Engllsh?'.Sinply |
that it is conslstently round to occur in the continuous; natural speech of
Blacks at a much higher frequency than it occurs in the speech of Whltes'from :
the same communities and of the same socio-economic status. Strangely enough,
this sort of flndlng is still rather new in llngulstlcs and, to some iinguists,
quite heretical. |

The upshot of this sort of realization has been felt by research of the
sort required to compare the effects of dialect on reading ability. 1f one
were to construct a couparable set of materlals in vernacular English and main-
stream,English, Just exactly how would this variability be represented? Like-~
wise, if we are to select dialect speakers for experimeﬁtation'or analysis,
exactly what are the criteria for determlnlng whether or not they are accurately

selected or speakers of the dlalect in question? Does one occurrence of the

multiple negatlves in order to find the 73.6% frequency of occurrence for lower

working class Blacks and 56. 3% for lower Worklng class Whites, as the Detroit
12

12R Shuy, W. Wolfram and W.K. Riley, Field Techniques in an Urban Ianguag
Study, Washington, D.C.: Center for Applied Linguistics, 1967. p.88

14
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for vernacular and mainstream dialects and presented them to third grade Black
children. 13 No differences were discovered in comprehension, recall or reading'
errors, offering no- support to the grammatical interference hypotheeis.A Con-
siderable question remains, however, about the extent to which the 67 subjects
were speakers of the dialect under consideration, largely because the minute
linguistic analysis required of each subject was not done, Being BlaCFvor’beiﬁé
lower class (usually judged by correlational\evidence‘of“housing patterns) are
usually assumed to imply Speaking vernacular. Sociolinguists shudder at such

assumptions.

2.3 pialect Reading Materials

Efforts to develop beginning reading materials'in vernacular English.in
order to avoid the mismatch of spoken language to the printed page have been
spectacular but less than successful,

Based on the principle that "learning is facilitated in direct proportion
to the extent that the subjectvmatter is relevant to the experiental background
of the learner", the Chicago Board of Education created its gszcholinggistics

14

Reading Series - A Bi-Dialectal Approach in 1965. Since many urban children

speak a dialect of English which varies from the Standard English spoken in

the schools, the program is aimed at avoiding the usual problems faced by these
students when 'learning to read. Instead of attempting to introduce a new pattern
of speech at the same time as the introduction of reading, the program builds

upon the language the child brings to the classroom, -

14

13K.R. Johnson and H.D. Simons, Elack Ciiildren's Reading of Dialect arnd Standard
Text. Final Report, Project No. 0EC-9-72-011(057), USCE, 1973.

L. Leaverton, M. Gladny, O. Davis, The Psycholinguistics Reading Program -
Eidi:lectal Approach, Chicago- Board of Education, 1969,

1
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The authoré wanted to discover what effect using the child's.actual word
pattern and grammatical structures would have on the quality of learning in |
thé beginning reading situation. They were also 1n£erested in to whatvexteqt
using the child's dialéct would help him in mastering the sahe materiai written
in the Standard Epglish_form..

. The book itself consists of eight units with each story preseﬁted in
both the child's dialect (Evefyday Talk) and Standard English,(Schooi Talk).
The terms in parentheses are uséd in order ;o-avoid placing value judgments
which might be»psychologically damaging to the child.

leaverton, one of the authors of the series, discusses the program in an

article in Language Differences; Do They Interfege?15 After describiug the
theory behind the program; Leaverton éxplaiﬁs his.study, designed to see how
successful the program was; There were two groups of students matched on the
basis of the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children, and on sex. One group,
the Control group, was given the School Talk version of the story first. When
the teacher decided that half of the Experimental group was given the Everyday
Talk story. both groups were given word and phrase recognition tests. These .. .
tests were designed to answer the question, “Will the children learn to read
the Everyday Talk sbories quicker than the School Talk stories?" Then, when
the teacher though half of the experimental group was able to read the School

Talk story orally without mistakes, both groups were given word and phrase

recognition tests. These tests were designed to test the question, wWill
learning to read the Everyday Talk story facilitéte the learning of ﬁhe School
Talk sotry?'. The word and.phrase recognition tests consisted of oral review
’15L10yd Leavertcn,- "Dialectzl Readers: Raticnale, Use and-Value,"'in»J. Laffey

. and R. Shuy, Language Differences; Do They Interfere? Newark, Delaware:
International Reading Association, 1973.
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tests and retehﬁ@on tests. The oral review tegts, given after each uqi:;‘used
the same vocabulary as the unit although the order was rearrangédﬁto_hlter‘ﬁhofﬂ
content. and meaning of the story. The two groups were compared on ;otal'méén ;4»
errors, ‘errors on verb forms only, and time required to read the aﬁory.'fAbout'#
four to six months.after both groups had completed a unit, word recognition and
oral reviéw tests were given to measure retenticn of material.’ After analyzing

the data, Leaverton came to the conclusion that there was a definite trend in

favor of the experimental group. The program seemed to be eépecialiy success-

ful with boys who scored in the lowest quartile oﬁ the reading readiness test
g;ven at the beginning of the first grade. Leaverton states that the most : '
significant value of the program". . . lies in the 1nf1uencé it has had on the
attitude and behavior of the teacﬁer toward the children's oral speech", sincé'
the teacher at no time is tb criticize the speech of the children but;—rather;
is to encourage the child to learn to handle both dialects systematically.
From a linguistic viewpoint, the dialect readers.produced by this program
suffer from a flaw similaf to that of materisls developed in the International :
Tea?hing Alphabet. One basic claim of I.T.A. is that it reduces the mismatch
of sound tb speclling by increasing the number of sound symbols and adding pre-
sumed consistency to the spelling system., 1In reality,'I.T.A.'comes,no closer
to representing the speech of individuals than does the regular alphabet.
Printed I.T.A. ﬁexﬁs are in a regularized standard dialect which AOes not
permit regional, social or 1hdiv1dua1 variation thus, by definition, failing
to reduce mismatch of spoken to written Ianguage. The €hicago dialect readérs

have also standardized the representation of spoken language, this time by




Shuy
Page 13

grammatical units rather than by spelling. In the Everfday-lalk versiona for-i;
example, past tenses are categoricall realized as zero whereas, in reality,
such realization is variable. Such variation may or may not need to be repre-
sented in the text, but this project and these readers have never shown whether
or not it needs to be represented, for the issue of frequency of occurrence was
' never addressed. | |

Another celebrated dialect reader project, conducted by Joan Baratz and
William Stewart, suffered from serious public redations problems growing ocut of
a number of factors; not the least of which was the unwillingness of the public
(parent;consumers) to approve of seeing the uernacular in print. There is a
mystique about the printed page which argues agadnst any form of representation

other than the accepted code. All else is categorized along with the comic

strips and pulp sensationalism. Public reaction to the Baratz and Stewart

dialect readers was so intense that their research'project was seriously

thwarted. The materials produced by this project were closer approximations

of actual vernacular dialect than were the Chicago materials, although the
variability issue was no better addressed. The emotional outburst concerning -

- the suggestion that vernacular reading materials should be tested has fairly

well inhibited any further investigation in this area. This issue is not one
which can be researched without real experimentation with real children,

Despite what educators have been saying for decades about the need for "starting
with children where they are,' the matter of starting with a child's language
where it is has never been accepted. Thic paradox has had more recent visi-

bility in the bilingual education:issue, which argues from essentially the same
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premiae, that cognitive growth learning to read and aelf-eateem will be o
significantly furthered if the child 1is taught firat in hia mother tongue. Juet
as in the bidialectal aituation, the advocatea of bilingualism argue that the ‘
non-native child should learn the main-etream language (Englieh) but that the |
mother tongue need not be erradicated in the proceaa, that it need not be
demeaned that it can be used as an effective medium of inatruction, particularly
at the onset of education. Somehow the notion of bilingualiam haa received more f
public support than bidialectalism, deepite the eimilarity of their claima and

promises.

,2-4' xg_syln_gi_:li_mmgns_a_i.mm

Perhapa it 1s time to etep back and assess exactly what hae been
accomplished during the past decade of new awareness concerning the potential
mismatch of child language aid school language.

As is so often the case, the problem born in the claaaroom'took aeveral
years to find nourishment from ‘the disciplinea which could help feed it
(psychology, anthropology, linguiatics, sociology) And until proper attention
could be given, several misdirections were inevitably taken. It is difficult
to remember exactly what was considered canon just a few years ago. The myths
linger on in the minds of some people but the wide acceptance of deficit, non-
verbality,'small vocabulary, parental ieolation, noisy environment and squalid
living have been at least somewhat neutralized. ﬁinority children's language
was considered unsystematic and haphazard and they were thought to reflect

cognitive deficits in the failure of their oral language to match that of their

‘'middle class teachers. 1f ever there was a field in need of research, it was

this one,

19
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Deapite all the attacks and counter-attacka that hava grown out of the
atudy of vernacular Engliah, a number of useful and important developments
have taken place. One impact has been on the field of lingulatica 1tae1f.
Today variability in language analysis has become & crucial issue thanks at
least partially, to the influence brought about by the atudy of vernacular
English. Static grammars are auddenly out of favor, even among generative
linguists, many of whom feel that syntax cannot be atudied apart from its
larger semantic context, In one sense, the atudy of vernacular English has
had a significant impact on the developmert of the education of linguists.

Equally interesting is that thia.wedge in tbe crack haavﬁesuﬂ to open
the door toward the solution of a number of broader'educational problems which

~ have tv do with linguistic and cultural variability in a much larger context
than that suggested by the Vernacular English used by minorities. The discovery
that minorities have a wide repertoire of language uses is finally beginning
to be seen for what it ia--a distinct linguistic advantage. Ignoring for a
moment the pulitics of education which might argue for eradicating or modifying
one or more styles or for building new ones, the simple fact of the existence
of such a range of styles is beginning to look like a good and useful thing.
The binary, right-wrong classroom paradigm is subject to question. Peogple
do use language in a number of contexts, for a number of purposes, to a number
of different people. Variation in language can be seen to be the fantastically
complex tool with which degreea of subtlety can be effected, tone can be mani-
'pulated and poetry can be produced. A few years ago we seem to have wanted
to talk and write alike. Today even the most pesainiatic observer will have

to admit that the scene is gradually changing. The study of vernacular English .
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has helped bring about this llowly evolving change and thnt evan though we are
only into the early stages of it, we might not even be thia far unless such ‘

studies have been made. .

- 3.0  Neede searc 6 e Mismatch i \ an e »

Part of the p;oblem.iﬁ as#éseing the’hismﬁtch’of chiidki#nguage and;
school language étems from ﬁhe facﬁ éhat therreééérch haslseea oﬁly partially
accomplished. However perceptive it -nay have seemed to stuay ve;ﬁ#cqlar ﬁpglish
a decade ago the linguistic'agalyseﬁ whichygfed'out of'éuch ;tu51es suffered

from a common malady.

3.1 The Need for zxgandea Lirncuistic Focug

Careful investigations of minority speech in New York, Detroit, Washiﬁgton,
D.C., Lous Angelealand other places ravealed useful pattefﬁﬁ and systemiticity.
What was lacking, however, was the touch#tone for comparison. We ended up
knowing a great deal about variable rules for vernacﬁiar English but little about
the same rule forlmiddléfclass‘speech. We learned about frequency distributions
for vernacular Black English speakefs but little or nothing about what guch

distributions compare with :mong standard English speakers, regardleés of race,

3.2 studying-Up
Linguists historically have studied the speech of individuals, the speech

of areas (reglonal dialects) and the speech of large social groups (social

dialects) but lictle or no attention has been given to the discourse of
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institutions or occupations (what is it like to talk like a'1svycr?)._ Laura

Nader has recently observed that anthropclogists,would do uellﬂtq ltop examinins'"

------

own soclety: ". . . there is a,certain urgency to the kind of_snthtopolqu h

‘that 1is concerned with power. . ., for the quality of life and our lives

themselves may depend upon the extent to which citizens nnderstnnd those who‘
shape attitudes and actually control institutional sttuctures. ;6 if we are
to learn anything useful about what goes wrong in the communication exchange
between doctor and patient, we can c.ftainly.benefit from examining the speech
c¢f both participsnts in the>exchsnge. Reeent research,inbthat very tonic
in fact, has revealed that the major problem in such ccmmunicstion’resides in
the physician, not just'the patient.17

Much of the focus for the study of the mismatch of chi1d language and
schcol language in the past was only on one end of the continuum. A great deal
of effort went into the study of vernacular quken lsnguage ‘and practically no
attention was giyen to main-stream spoken language or to the teacher/parent/
adult variety of langnage. It was.as though msinstream»chiidren and adults were
assumed to speak in a way which was opposite to that of the vernacular speakers.
It has only recently become apparent'that it might well prove useful to study
how effective speakers sseak effectively and how they acquire this thing

called effectiveness.

16Laura Nader, "Up the Anthropologist- Perspectives Gained from Studying Up."
in De11 Hymes (ed.) Reinventing Authropology. New York: Random House, 1969.

17Roger W. Shuy, "Communications Problems in the Cross-Cultural Medical Inter-

view', ers of th npnual Ccpferences on Psychogomatic Qbstetrics
and gggecglogx, (ed. Paul D. Mozley), Key Biscayne, Florida 1974.
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3.3 §gudxing gggectige Lgnguag Use |

Sociel legisletive and judiciel preesures are meking questions of
this type c

this type cruciel in the education of children from homes “and communitiee vhere ,‘

English is not the only dominant language. Experiences growing out -of 'the Lau
vs, Nichols Supreme Court decision, ‘the Aspire COnsent Decree in New York City
and the various Bilingual education bille has revealed a basic gap in the
knowledge base for educational programming. There is no doubt thet legislative
and judicial action has effectively provided momen tum for education to be
more responsive to the needs of children who are linguieticelly and culturally
different from the mainstream. However, the momentum requires educational
technology that is yet to be developed, : |

For example, the Aspira Consent Decree requires thet‘the plecement of.
children in educational programs using English or Spanish ta the medium of
instruction be determined by their ability to "effectively participate" in
the instruction. This legislation preceeds the technology upon which it can :
be based ty a wide mark., No assessment instruments are available which purport
to test this abilicy. There is a general consensus among sccond language
sp°ci:lists that tests of grammar and phonology are not accurate predictors of
effective participanion and that functional language competence is far more
crucial. That is, to say that a child is effectively perticipating in a class
room when he can seek clarification or get a turn seems much more cruciel than
when he can distinguish phonologically between shoes end choose or when he can
make proper use of past eense markers. To develop assessment instruments
capable of testing what needs to be tested, there must be available an in

ventory of the functional language competence demanded in the educational

satting at the various age/grade levels.
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3.4 Studying Eunctional Language C Competence

Functional language comperence is the underlying knowledge that people
have that allows them to use thcir language to make utterances in order to
accomplish goals and to understand the utterances of others in terms of’their
goals, It includes a knowledge of what kinds of goals language can accomplish
(the functions of language) and what are permissible utterances to accomplish
each functiOn (language strategies) The following figure displays a small

sample of the functions, strategies, and utterances that have been noticed for

adult English speakers:

—~—FEUNCTION . STRATEGY oo UTIERANCE _ _____.

Giving an order ... Performative ‘I hereby order you

to come home,
Direct Imperative : Give Jane some food

Wh-imperative - Won't you please
buy me some candy?

Statement : Mr. Jones, .I need
.- - ‘- ‘some more paper, -

- et o s BB . s wd SES @ OB e 1 me S,

Promising : Performative : I hereby promise you

that I will be home
by eleven. :
Promising Future Statement 1'll'befhome by
: . eleven. .
Conditional If you give me a

Statement dollar, I'll be
' ~ home by eleven.

Questions Will you let me
: take care of my
- -own affairs?

n— - a— . ® o B s

FIGURE 2




Shuy‘
Page 20

Ihis figure ia in no way complete. There are many more functions, many ‘

other atrategiea for each function and, of course, many other utterances which

could be used for each otrategy. More important the figure is incomplete in

that the context of each utterance needs to be opecified to inaure that the
utterance is permilaibla to accomplilh the function. ?or example, ‘the
sentence. ”If you give me a dollar, I'll be home by eleven" is a promiae only
if the context shows that the addreaaee deeirea that the apeaker come home at
that time, and if the speaker believes that a dollar is valuable incentive. |
It could also be a threat if the context shows that the addreaaee deeirea the
speaker to stay away and the speaker eitier considers receiving money to bev
inappropriate or considers a dollar. to be too little money to be an incentive.-
Functional language competence also accounts for knowing what utterances
cannot do. In English, the statement "you are a frog', does not work to turn
the addressee into a.frog. In'the U.S., at least, uttering the words "I
divorce youﬁ does not constitute she completion of divorce proceedings but
"I christen you John" does work to christen a child. Likewise 1if a teacher
tells a student, '"you have one minute to get over here,“”the utterance can
act as an order but if the student says the same thing to the teacher such a
meaning is, at best, far fetched. ‘ |
This very sketchy and incomplete discussion of some aspects of functional
language competence shows that a speaker's underlying knowledge must be ex-
tensive and complex. 1In the literature of linguistics, sociolinguistics and
philosophy three other terms are alss used to refer to functional language

competence- communicative competence, pragmatics of natural langgage and speech

act ¢ ggtenge. All who have studied this phenomenon agree that lanouage users

.
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cannot péssibly learn ahd store in memory all of the complexities of functions, .
strategies and utterances zs item lists any more than they can store phonologiwval
or grammatical language as item lists. This knowledge must be learned and .
stored accérding to organizational principles, Thesé principles maj be con-
sidered constitutive rules which accéunt for the successes and failures in the
utterances meant as promises, for example, but they also separaie promises from
orders, requests'for information, etc."In a similar manner, the constitutive . -
rules of football not only account for the successes or failures of particular
plays but also account for football and not baseliall or. soccer.
In terms of the mismatch between child danguage and school larguage, a

great deal needs to be learned about functional language. It is my opinion

~ that miématches in this area offer considerably greater interference than any-
thing researched in the past. We have ample evidence'that phonological inter-
‘ference 1is not very important. Crammatical 1ntérference seems to be possiply

important, but no where nearly as much so as functional language interference.

3.5 Funct: ona nguage In the Re - a488ro0

Functional language competence is relevant to beginning reading in-
struction in three ways: fir?t, in terms of teacher education; second, in terms
of the fit betﬁeen;the child's developing functional language competence and the
school's curricula and materials; agd third, in terms of the current issues

of the education of cu1tura11y and linguistically different children.
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3.5.1 Teacher Education
To say that more'emphaéis should be placed on training teachers about hgﬁ :
language works in order that they can better understand, appreciate and diagnose

problems in their students is a gross understatement;- It has been shQ&n in

various studies in the past that teachers are not’ trained adequately to diagnose o

relevant student problems related to«language.lg

heading teachers, in par:icular
.suffer from being giﬁen only 1nformntion,0n'me;hods oﬁ renching reading without

Being'given the knowledge of linguistics which will enable them to diagnose |

'a pronunciation problem frbm a grammatical miscue, the knowledge,of~psychology.

which will enable them to'differentiare.anﬂ evaluate the gestalt.qf,reading
from 1its component}pérts, and the knowledge of the cultural aspects of reading
which wiil enable them to distinguish reading problems from sex-role ful-
fillment or group membership préssures.

Apblications of knowledge of how language functioms work can enable a
teacher to interpret apparent misreadings appropriately. The most prominent
occasions in which such diagnoses might be made concern éomprehension questions,
1f teachérvrequeets are madé, for example, wirh strategiés which have not yet
been acquired, confusion 1s apt to rééult. Tne meaning of the teacher's
ucterance regardless-of'how well intentioned it might be, must be expressed
in terms of ‘both the semantic and pragmatic (functional) meaning system of the

child. There is insufficient material provided to teachers regarding any kind

18R. Shuy, "Peacher Training and Urban Language Problems" in R. Fasold and

R. Shuy (eds) Teaching Standard Fuglish in the Inner City. Washington°
Center for Applied Linguistics, 1970, pp. 120-141.
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of‘language competence éhd problems in the educational setting arise from a
failure to épély 1ﬁ§ormatioﬁ ébdqf a téacher's;and a éhlfa‘h“fﬁnéfiohal:Iaﬁguége‘
competznce. .Thé foi1aw1ng’1hc1dgnt is 111uéfrat1#é‘of this lack of 1nf6fﬁatioh;
Other resourbelinfbrm§§;on i; 1ﬁappropriate1y applied:ddefin:patt‘ﬁo thié"é;b '
in the teacher's resources. The.scenario was observed duringfah'dhé51deyffeé' o

play activity among four year olds:
‘Three boys are in a fairly separate area of the play yard with a =
teacher observing the action. The first child had brought a very

nice glider to school. The rule is that when toys are brought from
‘home they must be shared or left in the child's cubbyhole. The

first and the second child are playing freely with the glider. ~ The

third child is not playing.  Finally the third child sees the glider
and goes to retrieve it. The first child rums faster and picks it e
up quickly. The following conversation ensues: . ,

Third Child: I want a turn. Can I have a turn? I want a turn
Let me have a turn. A ‘

First Child: Look, I'd let you have a turn but you‘droﬁped ic,
~ - You'll break it.

Third Child; If you let me have a turn, I'll (pause) I'll be
_ your friend. : -

First Child: I don't need you to be my friend.

Intonation: " need frie end
- T don't you to bhe my T e *

The teacher then enters the conversation and addresses the first child
by name, talking to him about everyone needing friends, and about sharing toys.
After about five minutes cf discussion of these values, she gives him the
option of returning the toy to his cubby or letting the third child play with
it after the first child tells him some rules about it. Then the following:

First Child: Say you won't drop.it and break it,

Third Child: T won't drop it. - I won't break 1it.
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The teacher and the observer discussed the incident 1a:er,A»rro@ :he_j?,‘

teacher's actions and discussion it became clear that shq,didq't'not1Ce that

the third child had experiencéd and exhibited a pfobleﬁ_iﬁ functional language
competence. He wés trying to make a promisevusing'd‘coddiéiqnal statement

strategy and was unable to carry it off iuccessfﬁlly. The figggﬁéhild located .

the problem - a promise has to involve what themaﬁdreaaeevpercegveg as va}uablé

and in this case the general childhood value of.having friendé'was not specific
enough. What the first child "needed" was to hear in thé pfbmiééyﬁhatjthe ‘

third child wouldn't drop and break the glidér. Instead of being rewarded for

_atﬁempting:to4assist his peer in developing functhnal langQQge;compéténce-the

child was reﬁulked for global socialization‘dffenses, 1.e.;?not éharing; beipg
exclusive in friendships. What thé‘third;chiid needed was some assistanéeAtn
developing a new strategy for making promisés,‘instead he was allowed to ignore
this need and to play with the glider anyway. What the ‘teacher needed was some
information about the lénguége‘fpﬁctiops, étr;teglés, expected deVélopmental
sequences, and teacher strategies that f;ster developument of‘functional language
competence. The teacher also would have benefited from applicatiénal assistance:
some practice observing children's language behavib:, hypothesizing on the
causes of certain behavior, and planning, implementing and evaluating teache;
sgrategies that capitalize on those aspects of the educational setting that .
encourage the developmeﬁt of functional‘lansuage compétence. |

It 1is not sﬁrprising'that teachers are not well aware of the 'significance

of developing language functions. They are scarcely aware even of‘the child's

' deveiopingAphdnology and grammar. Furthermore, this area of study has only

recently became visible even to linguists and the research is only now under

way;

Z9
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It appeérs that 1anguage'functi§ns, unlike‘bhonoiésy 466 g;aﬁhar, aré
developmental almost thfoughbut one's life. Few adults, fbffexamplé;-eigf
become proficienﬁ at the language function of cqhddlingf' For the sake of
survivﬁl, qhildrén léarn hoﬁ'to interrupt approﬁiiaﬁely.father'eérly.. Tﬁéy
learn that interruption is complex and often ésymetriCéivKteaghets can in-
terrupt childrén rather blatantly But.children must:deveibp sbpﬁisticated
strategies for interrupting teachers).»IOne also learns how to éioid'beiﬁg
interrupted, how to get or avoid a turn'in talking, how toirefuse, how to
élérify, how to‘obfuséate Qich dignity fsee especially the Watergaté trans-
cripté). What may be considered rudenesé may be only an 1ﬁperfe¢t1y developed

‘sense of 1nterfuption skills, It would seem'criticalvfor teachers to be éble

‘to distinguish between these matters.

3.5.2 Fit Between Functional Language Competence arnd School Curricula and
; ; and ocnool (urricuila and

Materials

Although baseline norma?ive data on functional language apquisiﬁion still
do not exist, some of the ways in which curricula and materials can conflict or
support the development can be noted. The material of many reading primers
that use a playgrouﬁd for a setting while having a range of gges.and_statusés
in their characters often present languagé which is undiffereptiated for these
distinctions., There is an obvious effort to have the setting relate to'the
actual elements in'the child's universe but the questions asked by the characters,

the requests made, the orders given ' do not relate to the actual elements in

o
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the child's universe but the question asked by the characters, the requests
made, the orders given do not relate to the actual functional languege rules
.related to politeness and relative status of the addressee ‘and’ the speaker..
Such samples of language give licele assistance to the child developing these
distinctions and are potentially in conflict with his development.

Likewise curricula can also conflict with functional language development.~
For younger children, a major curriculum objective is for the children to learn
cooperative social organization. In an incident in which two children had
agreed upon a turn taking arrangement in play, one tﬂacher perceived the re~v
sulting argument, actually caused by violation in turn taking, as the un-
willingness of one child to share. This incident illustrates that the co-‘
operative social organization, which was the goal of both the curriculum and
the children's language in conflict, can be easily misconstrued or narrowly

defined.

3.5.3 Culturally Specific Applicatjon

Much about functional language appears to be very culture specific. What
remains to be<researched are specifics concerning the functional language
conpetence necessary for effective interaction in an 2ducational setting and a
comparison of the realization of such competence across cultures, What
appears to American teachers to be defiance in Vietnamese refugee children (arms
folded in front of them) is actually a stance of submissiveness in that culture.
We need to know what functional language performance by children is judged
necessary or desireable by teachers even though it may not be necessary for

effective interaction., We need to obtain data on the differences in functional

@w
o
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language coupetence across cultures and languages and what the demands of the
school setting are on such fﬁnctions. Such research has hardly begun but it

offers a much richer source of explanatory power'concémﬁing the mismatch of

child language and school language than has heretofor been conceived;v

4.0 Needed Research in the Mismatch of Child jgaggggé and Lgarn;#g Styles -
To this poiﬁt it has been assumed that the mismatch of child Iinguagé and.
school language is a critical factor in identifying and remediating“ﬁuchﬁbf what
is ;urrently called reading faiiﬁre. It has been asserted that bhoﬁ@loéical
wismatch 1s probubly not 1ppbrtant, that gramméticai m{smatch 1s‘slight1y more
so (but such a claiﬁ is still unsuppérted by research) so (but such a claiy is
still unsupparted by research) énd that functional miQmatch is probably thé

most crucial of all. Such assumptiods are based on the complex interaction of

Since reading 1is a language processing operation, a theory of reading
should account for language in the many ways it reveals itself devglopmentally.
In at'least one sense of the term, reading can be viewed.in a time-frame con-
tinuum in which early skills are developed, paradoxically, only to be abandoned
as soon as possible for advancéd‘cognitive processes, Reading offers a rather
clear example of a mixture of such ear1§ behaviural skilis, later cognitive
strategies and a potential for cultural interpretation and individual learning
style, Elsewhere 1 have noted the acquisitional sequerce of the language

accesses in reading.zo

20R. Shuy, "Pragmatics: still Another Contribution of Linguistics to- Reading"
in Language and Reading (ed. Sandra Smiley and John Towner) Sixth Western
Symposium or. Learning, Bellingham: Western Washington State College;, 1975.

w
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Language Accesses 100% : S
Letter-sound f?’ |
‘correspondences ¥ ‘
' 3
syllables 3 ‘
'{. I
morphemes ' :j. ‘
words s ‘
sentences J
@
semantic meaning E
R
functional meaning
0%
Onset of . Well Developed
Reading . - —»,  Reading

FIGURE 3 -

This figure can Be thought tu represent a theory;ifzréqding in which the
various language accesées.to readiﬁg (letterbsouna correspondence, syllables,
etc.) are of differeﬁt éruciality to the process of learning to read at diff;rent
stages in the acquiéitional process. That is, letter-sound correspondencev
seems to be of high crﬁciality at the cnset of feading (as a rather

behavioral 'starting" skill) but grows less critical to a given reader

as he becomes more and more proficient. Good readers do not read letter by
letter; they process by largef and larger units, up to and including con-

textual meaning units. Such a theory argues for moving immediately toward
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mesning in réading‘nnd for all lea:ning to tak¢ place ﬁn rea}iggic,mcaniug con-
texts (no study of letters in isolation foom meaning‘unlts); _There has‘beeﬁ some
disagreement among reputable scholars on exactly how this movement toward meaning
and realistic meaniné context 18 to be carried out. Some argue that it is

better to start to read whole sentences, for meaning is thought to be most
significant at the syntactic level., I have argued that meaning éxil;p as far
down as the morpheme ievel and although I would agre» that it is important to
develop materials which are found in realistic langu.ge contexts, I disagree
with those who would totally abandon decoding. Leatning theory has long held
that different kinds of learning can take place at different stages of learniné.
Thus behavioral, skill-focused learning can be adequate in the earlyrstages-of

reading but should be replaced as soon as possible by more cognitive strategies

(those involving meaning), For s me critics, this means sentences, I would

argue that for the typical cooperatiﬁe child who will accept the fact that
certain dull or odd things must be done in order to get to later more interesting
things, almost vy reading approach can be successful. Some children may be
ready to accept such behavioral (letter-sound type) instruction earlier or
later than others, Some sort of diagnostic instrument should be able to predict
who such children are. It seems likely that one type of prediction will be based
on the child's personality more than on the reading tasks or on the language
accesses themselves,

Relatively little is known about learning style, despite the rather large
amount of attention given it in edqcaéion. We know i{or think we know) some
things about cultural learning styles (Navajos sit in circles, etc.) but

relatively little about individual non-socially determined styles. Some

34
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research exists on’ perceptual styles and peréoﬁai'exﬁgfi&ﬁéd”iﬁoﬁé'ﬁémtﬁdf, in
judsinsla work of art, I see shape before color or ‘detail, ‘It would seem’
reasonaﬁle that such perceptual plugging;in'ﬁigﬂ;'be*:eléVaht here as well.
Figure 3, which outlines seven language iccésses'to‘réadingf(lettéf-sound“
correspondence; syllables, morphemes, words, sentences, sémantics and functions),
may be explored for evidences of learning style. It is clear that some ¢511dfeh
have learned to read even fhough only leiter-soﬁndlcorréspondencés (often
phonics) materials are plaéed before them, Likewise,‘sdmeféhild:én”havé.beeﬁ
known to learn to read when 6n1y'iook-éay (word) materials are uused. Inter-
estingly enough, children who are taught using only the look-say, whole word
approach even have been known to develop letter-sound correspondence abilities
in the classroom (otherwise, they might never have learned to spell wgll).
Although a good main-line reading program has the obligation to provide
multi-language accesses to its general or nérmal audience,‘we'have no reason
to believe that all children will need all the.accesses or techniques equally
or in the same proportion pgesented 1n‘the teacher's manual or, for that
matter, at all. It youid seem reasonable to me, for example, that one child's

learning style might involve a combination of letter-sound correspondence and

syntax, completely ignoring the whole word and syllable accesses. Other

children may have similarly idiosyncratic learning styles. This does not mean
that main line érogram is in error for presenting it all, What this suggests,
instead, is that it wuld be efficient 1f we could figure out what amounts of
the language accesses best suit the learning styles.of each child.

In order to do this efficiently, it is first necessary to clarify what

we mean by efficiency. What I mean by efficiency is getting to the righthand

35
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side of figure 3 as soon and as well as possible, This means that I am not

very concerned that the child who gets there maintains his ability to hold in

focus the component akills which get him there. I regatd letter-sound
correspondence, syllables, morphemes, and, to a certain extent, wotdl as
component skills in the gestalt of reading for meaning via lentencea, paragraphs,

pages or books. As such, they are beginning akills, primarily useful as stages

in the acquisition of the real skill. The real skill of reading 1nvolves

getting various kinds of meaning from the printed page.

It is reasonable to believe, for example, that one patticular child'

representation of Figure 1 might look like this:é

Langnage Accesses
100%

letter-sound
corraspondences

syllables

mor phemes

words

- J

-

Ry

5

\J

5

~

S

L

3

sentences ‘ﬁ
4
3
I

semantic meaning

———— e

functional meaning 0%

Onset of N C Well Developed
Reading ‘%? Reading )
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Another child's language access configuration might look like)tﬁiée

Language Accesses

100%
letter-sound
correspondences AJ
syllables 3
morphemes 3
9
words -
<
sentences 41
semantic meaning §
N
functional mganing &ﬂ
0% '
Onset of - ~ Well Developed
. ,Reading > Reading

FIGURE 5

5.0 Conclusion

This paper f;rst attempted to describe the past assuﬁptions about the mis-
match of child language and school langﬁage,»especially as they relate tothe
distance principle, to language interference, and to various treatment hypo-
theses. Next, past research was‘aéséséed, especially dealing with phonological
and grammatical mism;tchés Qf lauguage in reading. The major thrust of the

paper was to suggest that recent developments in linguistic theory and research

have opened the area of language functions for investigation and that this area

is certainly'the most promising of all for determining exact causes for rcading
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difficulty and failure. Finaily. it was sﬁggested th#c a language based
theory of reading'can provide the framework for discovering what might be at
least one dimension of the elusivé search for learning styles., If individuai-
ization is to mean anything beyond motivation and‘;ttitude, certain hope is

offered by such an analysis.
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